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Historians of the Renaissance often refer to the Turkish 'problem' as one of the defining issues in the diplomatic and political landscape of fifteenth-century Europe. 1 Between 1300 and 1450, thanks to strong central leadership, an aggressive policy of military expansion and a good measure of geopolitical luck, the Ottoman Turkish state grew from a minor provincial emirate to a formidable world power. With independent Christian despotates in the Balkans eclipsed, Italian trading colonies in the eastern Mediterranean reduced and, in 1453, Constantinople captured and the Byzantine Empire overthrown, the Ottomans posed a serious challenge to the Renaissance political economy.
For most fifteenth-century commentators, however, the urgency of the Turkish problem derived not so much from the fact of Turkish aggression itself, as from Christian Europe's embarrassing failure to contain it. Writing from the imperial chancery in 1454, just after the fall of Constantinople, Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini decried the continuing passivity of the European states in the face of the Turkish threat. A wary self-interest seemed to have paralysed the best intentions of every prince and republican government. No one wanted to be the first to commit men and resources to a new crusade; no one wanted to leave his own borders exposed, his own lands and treasure at risk, to fight a battle that might well benefit a rival power. In Aeneas's view, moreover, the petty infighting of the Italian city-states and dynastic squabbles among the northern princes were signs of a deeper crisis in European character. The problem was endemic; moreover -and this was a crucial point for Aeneas-it had started at the top. Christendom's failures in the East were the direct result of a failure of authority at home in the West:
What grounds are there for hope? Christendom has no head whom all will obey-neither the pope nor the emperor receives his due. There is no respect, nor obedience: we think of pope and emperor alike as figureheads, rulers in name alone. Every city has its own prince; there are as many lords as there are households. How do you persuade the crowns of Christendom to take up arms together? 3
The crusade, as an ideal, a rallying cry, seemed to have lost its power, because the institutions most closely associated with it were themselves in deep decline. In Aeneas's letters from the 1450s, as in much contemporary political and intellectual discourse, the failure of the crusade came to stand in vivid synecdoche for the host of problems confronting contemporary Christendom: from the eclipse of imperial and papal authority by new dynastic states and the near-constant warfare that had accompanied their emergence, to the disaffection of large numbers of believers, the eruption of popular heresy and the recurring threat of schism in the Church. What Europeans had to address, then, and what crusade propagandists exhorted them to address, was not just the Turkish problem, but the problem of the crusade. In their minds, the solution to that problem, however it might be devised, was closely bound to the resolution of the larger spectrum of troubles confronting Christian Europe.
With the popes absent in Avignon and mercenary warfare practically endemic throughout the peninsula, Italy had suffered the ill-effects of the late medieval crisis of authority more than most. It was in this confused and troubled context that the Italian humanists had emerged as an intellectual and political class. As scholars, civil servants, diplomats, educators, lawyers and churchmen, the humanists drew their inspiration not only from the literary remnants of antiquity but also from its political traditions, cleaving to the ancient ideal of the vita activa, of applying their intellectual gifts to the service of the state. With their keen sense of history and rhetoric, law and the mechanics of power, humanists like Aeneas Silvius applied themselves to the resolution of Italy's troubles and the institution of long-term political and ecclesiastical
